406                      The Cock-lane Ghost.               [A.D. ma.
Here it is proper, once for all, to give a true and fair statement of Johnson's way of thinking upon the question, whether departed spirits are ever permitted to appear in this world, or in any way to operate upon human life.    He has been ignorantly misrepresented as weakly credulous   upon   that subject;   and, therefore, though I feel an inclination to disdain and treat with silent contempt so foolish a notion concerning my illustrious friend, yet as I find it has gained ground, it is necessary to refute it.    The real fact then is, that Johnson had a very philosophical mind, and such a rational respect for testimony, as to make him submit   his  understanding to what was   authentically proved, though he could  not comprehend why it was so.    Being thus disposed, he was willing to inquire into the truth of any relation of supernatural agency, a general belief of which has prevailed in all nations and ages1.    But so far was he from being the dupe of implicit faith, that he examined the matter with a jealous attention, and no man was more ready to refute its falsehood when he had discovered it.    Churchill, in his poem entitled The Ghost, availed himself of the absurd credulity imputed to Johnson, and drew a caricature of him under the name of 'POMPOSO2,' representing him as one of the believers of the story of a Ghost in Cock-lane, which, in the year 1763, had gained very general credit in London3.    Many of my readers, I am convinced, are to this hour under an impression that Johnson was thus foolishly deceived.    It will therefore surprise them a good deal when they are informed upon undoubted authority, that Johnson was one of those by whom the imposture was detected.   The story had
' See fast, March 30, 1778, where        3 The chief impostor, a man of tho
in   speaking   of the  appearance  of     name of Parsons, had, it should seem,
spirits  after  death   he  says :—' All     set his daughter to play the part of
argument is against it ; but all belief     the ghost in order to pay out a grudge
is for it.1    See also ante, p. 343, and     against a man who had sued him for
post, April 15,  1778, under May 4,     a debt.    The ghost was made to ac-
1779, April 15,  1781, and June  12,     cuse this man of poisoning his sister-
1784.                                                      in-law, and to declare that she should
• The caricature begins :—-                 only be at ease in her mind if he
' Pomposo, insolent and loud,                 were hanged.   'When Parsons stood
Vain idol of a scribbling crowd,            on the  Pillory at the end of Cock
Whose very name inspires an awe,       Lane, instead of being pelted, he had
Whose ev'ry word is Sense and Law.1     money given him.1   Gent. Mag. xxxii.
Churchill's Poems., i. 216.         43, 82, and xxxiii. 144.
become, p. 167.
